Buddhist Grotto Temples
is not the supreme end but, on the contrary, having achieved this end a man must give up Nirvana to continue to live on earth, gave rise to the idea of a band of saviours known as the Bodhisattvas whose aim was to achieve the condition of Buddha. They may, if they wish, enter Nirvana after one of their reincarnations. It was just about as difficult to become a Bodhisattva as it was to become a Catholic Saint. Just as, within the Church, there are popular saints whose powers of assistance have been well tested, there are in the Buddhist religion favourite patron-saints in addition to innumerable unknown Bodhisattvas. This, however, was not all. Gautama Buddha was not the only Buddha to appear on earth. He is supposed to have had three, or even six (and sometimes more), predecessors and to have a successor who will be the last Buddha, the present Bodhisattva Maitreya. All these Buddhas correspond to mystical Dhyanabuddhas, each of whom reigns over one of the many Dhyana heavens and has a Bodhisattva as successor. Gautama's Dhyanabuddha is Amitabha, whose Dhyanabodhisattva is Avalokiteshvara (iteshvara = the Lord, he who looks down from on high; similarly Padmapani the lotus-bearer and Kwan-yin or Kwannon in China and Japan). The statues of the Buddha, therefore, represent not only Gautama, the historical Buddha, but often also Amitabha, or Avalokiteshvara who is easily recognisable as he carries a seated image of Amitabha in his hair. Maitreya is shown as often standing as seated. These few simple ideas on Buddhism will help us in our visit to the temples of the Tarim basin.
The grottoes are carved out of the steep slopes of conglomerate or loess, fairly high above the valley bottom. They were once connected by galleries cut out of the rock. The halls used for worship are of different sizes, from fifty to sixty-five feet 'deep and from thirty-three to fifty feet high. Workshops, living-rooms for the monks and larders are adjoining. There is usually an entrance-hall, followed by a rectangular sanctuary at the end of which stands the sacred image, the statue of the Buddha, together with painted terra-cotta figures of lesser importance. A gallery runs all the way round so that
